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Addressing Adolescent Literacy

Pam Leitzell &
Elizabeth Gibbs

Disclaimer  

Presentation materials are for registered 
participants of the 66th Conference on Exceptional 
Children. The information in this presentation is 
intended to provide general information and the 
content and information presented may not reflect 
the opinions and/or beliefs of the NC Department of 
Public Instruction, Exceptional Children Division. 
Copyright permissions do not extend beyond the 
scope of this conference.

Adolescent Literacy
How do we shift  from …

Learning to Read Reading to Learn
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It’s complex!

The Reality:
Between 1973 and 2015, the share of jobs in the U.S. requiring a 

postsecondary education increased from 28% to 61%.

The Crisis:

According to the National Assessment of 
Education Progress (NAEP) - also known as the 
nation’s report card – the performance of our
seventeen-year-olds in reading achievement  

remains flat. 
The majority of students could not score in the

proficient range.
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Let’s ….

• You will need a smart phone/device.
• Go to kahoot.it
• Enter the game code shown on the screen.
• Press enter.
• Choose a nickname.
• Press OK.
• Let’s Play!

To see what we know about the state of
Adolescent Literacy.

Adolescent Literacy Fact Sheet

How do we address the problem?

A School-Wide Focus on Literacy
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AdLit.org
www.adlit.org/webcasts/makingroom/

Resources for parents and educators

• AdLit.org is a national multimedia project offering 
information and resources to the parents and 
educators of struggling adolescent readers and 
writers. AdLit.org is an educational initiative of 
WETA, the flagship public television and radio 
station in the nation's capital, and is funded by 
Carnegie Corporation of New York and by the Ann 
B. and Thomas L. Friedman Family Foundation.

Six Key Elements of a Secondary 
Adolescent Literacy Program

• Diagnose students’ needs.
• Create a common vision to meet the needs of ALL kids.  

Literacy becomes the center of school improvement. 
• Form a Literacy Leadership Team.
• Provide multiple levels or tiers of supports and 

interventions.  The Content Literacy Continuum™ (CLC) 
has 5 levels.

• Conduct annual reviews to see if you are doing what 
you said you would do.

• Engage kids – get them motivated.

#1 – Diagnose students’ needs; build 
a literacy profile of your school.

What assessments are currently in 
place?  Start there.  

Then think about ways to screen for 
word analysis, fluency and 

comprehension.

Then ask some critical questions 
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University of Kansas Center for Research on Learning

University of Kansas Center for Research on Learning

Then Ask Some Critical Questions.
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Key y Questions Regarding Literacy y Supports

#1 What happens for those students who are reading below the 
4th grade level?

#2 What is in place across a school staff to ensure that students 
will get the “critical” content in spite of their literacy skills?

#3 What happens for students who know how to decode but 
can’t comprehend well?

#4  What steps have been taken to ensure that powerful learning 
strategies are embedded across the curriculum?

#5 What happens for students who have language problems?

#2 – Create a common vision.
• Begin by discussing the literacy profile of your 

building.

• Then Ask …. “What do we want our profile to 
look like in 5 years?”

#3 – Form a literacy leadership team.

This isn’t a job for the 

It shouldn’t be assigned to:
•The English Department
•The Special Education Department
•The Reading Specialists
•The Literacy Coach

It should be assigned to 
EVERYONE!

Everyone owns the problem … but different parts of it.
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#4 – Provide multiple levels of 
support.

• Why do we need multiple 
levels?  

• Why won’t one intervention 
solve the problem?

LANGUAGE

SKILLS

STRATEGIES

SUBJECT MATTER

Building Blocks for 
Content Literacy

HIGHER ORDER

SUBJECT MATTER

STRATEGIES

SKILLS

LANGUAGE

A Continuum of Literacy Instruction
(Content Literacy Continuum -- CLC)

HIGHER ORDER

Level 1: Enhance content instruction (mastery of critical content for all
regardless of literacy levels)

Level 2: Embedded strategy instruction (routinely weave strategies 
within and across classes using large group instructional 
methods)

Level 3: Intensive strategy instruction (mastery of specific strategies 
using intensive-explicit instructional sequences)

Level 4: Intensive basic skill instruction (mastery of entry level  
literacy skills at the 4th grade level)

Level 5: Therapeutic intervention (mastery of language underpinnings 
of curriculum content and learning strategies)
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LANGUAGE

SKILLS

STRATEGIES

SUBJECT MATTER

Building Blocks for 
Content Literacy

HIGHER ORDER

SUBJECT MATTER

HIGHER ORDER

SKILLS

STRATEGIES
Provide interventions
and remediation

Strengthen the Core by
•Enhancing content,
•Embedding reading strategies,
•Increasing student engagement
and motivation

What should content teachers do
to support literacy?

Developed practical 
recommendations 

for secondary 
teachers regarding 

ways to help 
students learn and 
understand content

Can you guess the top 5 recommendations?
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And the answer is … 
Schools should provide the following:

• Explicit vocabulary instruction.
• Direct and explicit comprehension strategy 

instruction.
• Opportunities for extended discussion of text 

meaning and interpretation.
• Supports for student motivation and engagement in 

literacy learning.
• Intensive and individualized interventions for 

struggling readers

LANGUAGE

SKILLS

STRATEGIES

SUBJECT MATTER

Building Blocks for 
Content Literacy

HIGHER ORDER

SUBJECT MATTER

HIGHER ORDER
Vocabulary
Comprehension Strategies
Rich Discussion of Reading Content
Motivation & Engagement

SKILLS

STRATEGIES
Reading Interventions
Remediation
Recovery

University of Kansas Center for Research on Learning

www.kucrl.org
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#5 – Conduct annual reviews.

• Set Targets.

• Review your progress.                                            
Did you do what you said you were going to do?

#6 – Engage kids!

Some things to keep in mind: 

• Student trust in teachers is important – letting 
students fall behind sabotages trust.

• Track student progress carefully and give 
students help right away when they need it.

• We need a variety of valid and rigorous 
instructional approaches.

• We need to remember that in order to change 
student behavior, we must start by changing 
ours.
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Addressing Adolescent Literacy
Is COMPLEX!

A Team Approach Will Provide Results!

TIME FOR

For Coming

pamleitzell@learningcurvepd.com

elizabeth.gibbs@dpi.nc.gov

rick.powers@dpi.nc.gov

melissa.towery@dpi.nc.gov
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Many of the more than 700,000 students who 

leave U.S. high schools each year without a 

diploma have low literacy skills.1

More than 60 percent of eighth graders and 60 percent of 

��������	
���

�
��
���������������
������������������
�����	�

����������������
���	����������
��
������������
�
�����
����

��������������

�

���������������������
�	
�

�������!�"�����

as the Nation’s Report Card.2��������
����
��
���	!������
�
���
�


���������������
����������
������
��������
�����
������
��
���

���#��������������
�����
������	
���������
"���
�������������
���

�������������$3�%��
���������
������������������
����&���	�

����������"�����
��������
&�
�����	�
"���
�����������
��������

����
��������
���"��
����������
����
$�'��������

�����������
��&�


"���
!�
������
��
����
����"��&�������
�����������
�����!��
�������

�����	��
�����!���������������
���
!��
�����
�����(��������(�
�����


&
���$4�%������
�)�����
���
���������������
�����������
�
�

���������������
��
��		�
��	������
�
���������������
���������

����

��	�
�������
���	
���
�����
�����������$5 

*�
����
!���������+,-/�����17+8!�����
��
�����(��
��������9$:$�

������&�
�)��
��	���
�
������
&��������������
��
����
���1;�

��
��������<+���
����$6�'��������������������
��&�
"���
!�&���	�

���
����
��
�����
�
"���
�����	����"������������������������

�����

��
"��	�����
����������&����#��	��(��
$�9���
�������&!����
�����

��
�����
�������
!���������
��&���
��
���������
��������#&��
#

���
�����������
�
��������=����
��	�
��+�
���
$- 

Adolescent 
Literacy: 
Bridging the College-  
and Career-Readiness Gap

May 2016

FIGURE 1: Trend in NAEP Reading Average Scores for 9-, 13-, and 17-Year-Olds
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